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Wanted: Contagious Gameday Staﬀ. Testing the Eﬀect of
Smiling on Fan Responses
Brian V. Larsona , Ricard W. Jensenb , and Yawei Wangb
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School of Business Administration, Widener University, Chester, Pennsylvania; b Department of
Marketing, Montclair State University, Montclair, New Jersey

ABSTRACT

KEYWORDS

In services marketing related to sports, the live, direct interaction
between the provider and the customer is crucial. Service quality
influences how fans form attitudes and behaviors at sports events;
there are several touch points where services are provided and
fans often have high expectations. Smiling employees influence
fan opinions about sports events. This study tested the effect of
smiling on key marketing outcomes by conducting an experiment
and field study pertaining to services marketing in sports. Results
showed interesting and significant findings about the effect of
smiling on sport fans’ perceptions and behaviors about the service provider.

Service marketing; smiling;
sport marketing

Introduction
Professional sport services are big business. It’s predicted that North American
sports industry revenue will reach $67.7 billion by 2017 with gate receipts contributing $19.1 billion of that, according to a report by PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP
(Eichelberger, 2013). That demands professional and well-trained service providers.
In fact, perhaps nowhere else does an employee have a larger effect on a customer’s
perceptions. A distinguishing characteristic of services is that the service provider
sends quality signals to the customers because of the nature of their close interaction
and a dearth of other tangible cues.
A major challenge then, is to train the best service providers thoroughly and
smartly to deliver a firm’s promise. However, this is particularly difficult in large
collegiate and professional sport venues where many customer interactions are handled by outsourced staff. According to Berkowitz (2011) practically every majorcollege athletic department outsources at least some of their revenue-producing
activities. Therefore, training should include easily implementable tactics and be
easily learned: simple, but effective. What are these tactics? One service training
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technique is teaching gameday staff to greet customers with a smile. Training gameday staff to smile is intuitive: Greet fans with a smile and good things should result.
But what good things? What are the business returns on the training investment?
According to Burden and Li (2009), there is an absence of research that has examined outsourced sport marketing efforts from the perspectives of professional sport
organizations.
This article seeks to explore outsourced marketing efforts that positively affect
sport fans; particularly, smiling and its effects. We investigate the theory behind
smiling’s effects and then propose research questions applicable to a sport marketing
firm’s efforts. We next conduct a between-groups experiment and then a survey in a
field study at an actual NFL gameday service setting. Finally, conclusions are drawn
and recommendations made.
Smiling as good business
To the customer, the employee is the firm. Frontline employees convey cues to the
customer during dyadic service encounters. Practitioners and researchers are reacting. Recently, one NFL team began to emphasize smiling in its training. Likewise,
social scientists have begun to take notice of the possible effects smiling has in a
service environment. The simple act has been shown to transform the smiler and
individuals around them.
Smiling’s effect on the smiler

While it is understandable that happy people smile, it’s also been long argued that
smiling can have an effect on the individual smiling. Psychologist William James
proposed that facial muscles trigger actually emotion and not the other way around
as had been thought (Ehrenfeld, 2013). More recent empirical work done by Ekman,
Davidson, & Friesen (1990) shows that adopting a true smile, or a Duchenne smile,
that manipulates facial muscles alter brain activity that mimics a happier mood. Similarly, other researchers like Dr. Andreas Hennenlotter of the Technical University of
Munich used MRI machines to measure brain activity and smiling. Dr. Hennenlotter
(as reported in Patel-Wilson, 2012) found that the physical act of smiling activated
the happiness circuitry of the brain. Moreover, simply affecting facial muscles alone
might produce other, stress-busting results as Kraft and Pressman (2012) reported
in Psychological Science. These researchers had subjects mechanically simulate different smiles while under stress that resulted in differing moods. In a twist of these
findings, scientists have reported that Botox patients (whose treatments paralyze
the “corrugators” muscles between the eyebrows leaving the patient unable to fully
express emotions facially) show “less brain scan activity in key regions for emotion
than a comparison un-Botoxed group” (reported in Ehrenfeld, 2013). In summarizing the effect of smiling on the smiler, Reddy (2013) quotes Paul Ekman, professor
emeritus of psychology at the University of California, San Francisco, who says a
full, “Duchenne smile” that involves facial muscles around the eyes, “‘generates the
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physiology of positive emotion and the changes in the brain’ associated with spontaneous enjoyment.” It produced a change in brain activity that corresponded with a
happier mood. So, while employees who smile might be happy employees; firms are
interested in producing happy customers. Can a smiling employee affect customer
feelings?

Smiling’s effect on others

Iacobani (Lehrer, 2008) argues that people (fans, for instance) interacting in a dyadic
situation employ ‘mirror neurons’ that let them understand others by providing a
sort of inner imitation of the actions of their dyadic partners. This allows people
to immediately and mildly experience what their dyadic partner is experiencing.
Referred to as “mood contagion” or “emotional contagion” it suggests that if one
person witnesses another smiling, mirror neurons in that person’s brain will activate
as if he were smiling himself. Emotional contagion is said to be the tendency for two
individuals to emotionally converge (Hatfield, Cacioppo, & Rapson (1993). Schoenewolf (1990) defines it as “a process in which a person or group influences the emotions or behavior of another person or group through the conscious or unconscious
induction of emotion states and behavioral attitudes.” Recipients (for instance, customers) use the witnessed emotion as a type of social information to indicate how
s/he should be feeling. The mirror neurons lead recipients to simulate the emotions
and evoke the feeling.
Research has shown the theory to be robust. In a Swedish experiment, subjects
were presented with pictures of individuals exhibiting different emotions. When the
picture of someone smiling was presented, the subjects were asked to frown. Subjects instead tended to imitate what they saw (Sonnby-Borgstrom, 2002). Research
with business firms, likewise, has indicated that the emotional state of the customer
can be influenced by the displayed emotions of the service provider through emotional contagion (Pugh, 2001). Organizational psychology researchers have shown
that business team leaders are “more contagious” (Sy, Cote, & Saavedra, 2005). However, perceived authenticity of the smile has been found to influence customer outcomes. If the employee’s positive emotion is believed to be only “surface-acting” the
contagion to the customer is poor and the beneficial effects will not occur (HennigThurau, Groth, Paul, & Gremler, 2006).

Research questions
We conducted two studies, an experiment and field study, to test the effect of service
provider smiling on customer outcomes:
RQ1a–c: Does smiling by a sport marketing service provider evoke more positive
perceptions about the service provider’s (a) friendliness, (b) professionalism, or
(c) willingness to help
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Figure . Experimental Scenarios  and .

RQ2a–c: Does smiling by a sport marketing service provider evoke more
positive customer responses: (a) sport event was more memorable, (b) likelihood to engage in positive word-of-mouth, (c) purchase intentions, or (d) feeling
appreciated. In the field study, the research question, RQ2c, was further divided
into purchase intentions directed toward game tickets and purchase intentions
directed toward team sponsor merchandise.

Methodology
Study one

The first study was an experiment designed to find the effect smiling by the sport
service provider might have on both kinds of key service outcomes (service provider
perceptions, RQ1, and customer marketing outcomes, RQ2). Two photographs of a
dyadic service encounter were taken. In both photographs two students assisting
the researchers posed as a service provider working for a professional sport team
and the other posed as an fan being provided assistance. The two students were
photographed in front of a football stadium. The service provider held a clipboard
in the photograph and was wearing a uniform similar to the outfit worn at an NFL
game by the team’s marketing department. The service provider was posed helping
the fan by pointing out directions with his arm extended. One difference existed
between the two photographed scenarios: the service provider was smiling fully in
the first scenario. For the second scenario, the service provider displayed a neutral
facial expression. Photographs are shown in Figure 1.
Respondents were 47 freshmen from two Introduction to Business classes at
a medium-sized East Coast university. Each class (approximately 23 students in
each class) was exposed to one version of the photograph (Scenario 1 and Scenario 2) and told that it was a picture of the university’s sport management students who had worked at a recent professional football game. It was explained that
the fan in the photograph was being helped by the sport service provider (the subject of the experiment). The photo was being shown to demonstrate the university’s students engaging in interesting business activities, respondents were told. The
only difference between scenarios was the presence or absence of a smile on the
service provider’s face. Respondents were asked to answer 12, 5-point Likert
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Table . Eﬀect on service provider perception: nonsmiling versus smiling provider.
M
Variable
Greeted with a smile
Friendly
Professional
Willingness

Scenario : Non-Smiling

Scenario : Smiling

.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.

Note. Mean from a -point scale ( = highly disagree,  = highly agree).

type questions. Questions were about their perception of the service provider’s
professionalism, the fan’s likely attitudinal and behavioral responses, demographic
items, and a hypotheses check question. The hypothesis check question asked
respondents what they thought the purpose of the study was. Items pertaining to
the service provider included: “The service provider in the photograph was friendly.”
Questions about the fan’s reaction included: “The fan in the picture is very likely to
speak highly of this service encounter,” and “The fan is likely to purchase tickets
from this organization again.”
Results
Classes were similar with regard to age (18.87 years old vs. 18.31 years old) and gender (86.9% male vs. 86.9% male). The average respondent’s age was 18.6 years. The
ethnic make-up of each classes was diverse (45.5% White, 5.2% African American,
2.6% Asian, and 3.9% Hispanic). One respondent somewhat correctly guessed that
the purpose of the study (“To see what we thought of the smiling employee”). No
other responses were close to guessing the reason for the study.
Significant differences were reported for the two different scenarios: the service
provider was not perceived to be smiling in Scenario 1 (2.042 out of 5, where 5 =
highly agree) versus Scenario 2 for which the service provider was perceived to be
smiling (4.619). This confirms the scenario check.
RQ1a–c propose that the service provider in Scenario 2 (smiling) would be
viewed as more friendly, more professional, and more willing to help a customer
respectively. Means for all three RQs in Scenario 2 are higher than means in Scenario 1. See Table 1.
RQ2a–d proposed that respondents would rate the customer’s attitudes and
behavioral intentions more highly in the smiling scenario than in the nonsmiling
scenario. See Table 2 for results.
Table . Eﬀect on customer outcomes: Nonsmiling versus smiling service provider.
M
Variable
Memorable
Word-of-mouth
Purchase intention
Feel appreciated

Scenario : Non-smiling

Scenario : Smiling

.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.

Note. Mean from a -point scale ( = highly disagree,  = highly agree).
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Respondents believed that in Scenario 2, the smiling scenario, the customer was
getting a more memorable experience, more likely to engage in positive word-ofmouth, more likely to purchase merchandise, and felt appreciated by the professional
sport organization.

Study two

To test the effect of smiling on service outcomes in an actual sport service setting,
we surveyed fans using a mall-intercept technique at an NFL team’s stadium during
two regular season afternoon games (beginning at 1:00 p.m. EST). The NFL team’s
marketing department had recently initiated a service effort to greet every fan with
a smile at every fan interaction. With the team’s cooperation, a survey and research
method were developed to further explore the effect of proactive smiling on fan
outcomes.
Twenty student field researchers were divided into ten teams to cover the stadium systematically. The small teams approached attending fans at random (every
third fan above the age of 18) who have recently exited a concession stand within a
research team’s assigned area. Other research teams were assigned to approach the
service professionals with minimal disturbance. Respondents from all areas of the
stadium were solicited (upper concourse, club level, and main concourse). Data were
collected beginning three hours before kickoff (when concession areas open) until
just after halftime when the flow of fans visiting the concession stands slow. The surveys took approximately 10 min to complete. A total of 533 usable fan surveys were
collected during the two games NFL season.
The survey utilized 5-point Likert scales (1 = strongly agree to 5 = strongly disagree). Fans were asked if they were greeted with a smile. Questions that were
included as outcomes were developed and modified with input from host management team marketers to capture issues crucial to their specific business. These
dependent variables included a measure of word-of-mouth, attitude-toward-theteam, future ticket purchase intentions, and satisfaction with the service. The single
page survey ended with standard demographic questions: age, race, education, gender, and fan avidity.

Study two results

The two studies yielded 533 usable responses. The average age of the fan attending
the two NFL games was 37.1 years of age. The sample was slightly more male in its
makeup (53.9% males). Racially, the respondents were 74.5% White, 14.3% African
American, 3.6% Asian, and 2.1% Hispanic.
Most fans highly agreed to having been greeted with a smile (4.24/5). 337 of the
533 fans agreed or highly agreed with the statement that they were greeted by a
smiling employee. Moreover, there was a positive and relatively high correlation
(.60 and above) between being greeted with a smile and multiple service provider
perception variables (service provider friendliness, professionalism, and willingness
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Table . Correlations of service provider smiling on perceptions of professionalism and customer
outcomes.
Variable

Correlation with smiling

M

.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.

.
.
.

Friendly
Professional
Was willing to help
Event was memorable
Word-of-mouth intention
Purchase intention
Ticket
Sponsorship
I feel appreciated

Note. Mean from a -point scale ( = highly disagree,  = highly agree).

to help). For the most part, fans related a smiling employee positively with traits
of professionalism. There were also positive, but less high correlations, between
having been smiled at and resulting fan attitudes and behaviors (likelihood to engage
in word-of-mouth, purchase intentions, and feelings of appreciation). See Table 3.
To explore the effect that having been smiled at, we further looked at fan
responses by dividing responding fans into two groups: fans who indicated that they
had been smiled at (responding with 4 or greater on the 5-point scale) versus fans
who indicated that they had not been smiled at by service providers (responding
2 or less on the 5-point scale). Doing this yielded us 337 respondents having been
smiled at and 88 respondents who indicated having not been smiled at. We compared the mean responses to the questions about service provider professionalism
and fan attitudinal and behavioral outcomes from these two groups. See Table 4.
Table 4 presents a very strong argument that smiling has an effect on fans at an
NFL setting. Responding fans predictably saw the sport service providers as more
friendly, better trained and more helpful. The smiling employee also affected the fan’s
feelings and behaviors. Fans commented that the event was more memorable and
that they felt more appreciated. They also indicated stronger intentions to purchase
tickets and sponsoring partners’ merchandise.

Table . Eﬀect of service provider smiling on perceptions of professionalism and customer outcomes
(Mean from  = highly disagree,  = highly agree).
Variable
Employee was friendly
Employee was well trained
Was willing to help
Event was memorable
Word-of-mouth intention
Purchase intention
Ticket
Sponsorship
I feel appreciated

When fan was smiled at

When fan was not smiled at

.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.
.
.

.
.
.

.
.
.

Note. Mean from a -point scale ( = highly disagree,  = highly agree).
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Conclusion
There are few initiatives easier for a service’s marketing manager to rapidly
implement than encouraging front line service providers to smile. Psychological
studies have shown that smiling has a positive effect on the person smiling and
the contagion results. Organizational behavioral researchers have found that smiling has an effect on teams within an organization. Our study now demonstrates the
effect smiling has on customers (fans) in a sport service environment. By incorporating multiple studies, an experiment and field study, we furthered the validity of our findings. Anecdotally, smiling seems to be a positive thing to include
in employee training, especially sport services where fan attitudes and behaviors
are so dependent on the interaction with frontline people. Smiling is inexpensive
to incorporate and easily learned by new, part-time, or outsourced employees. We
also have evidence that it is effective. There is not only a positive effect on the
smiler as psychologists propose, but there is also a noticeable and positive effect
on the customer interacting with the smiling employee. These outcomes come in
the form of a higher assessment of the service provider’s professionalism and a
more favorable set of customer attitudes and behaviors. Generally, fans related a
smiling NFL service provider employee positively with traits of professionalism.
Moreover, responding fans also indicated that there were also positive, but less high
correlations, between having been smiled at and resulting fan attitudes and behaviors (likelihood to engage in word-of-mouth, purchase intentions, and feelings of
appreciation).
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